
Lesson 9.1

Measures of Success:
For Kids and For Schools
Report cards aren’t enough, because…

In This Lesson

Do report cards matter?

How can I tell if my son or daughter is doing well in school?

Do schools get grades?

Why not rely on parent-teacher conferences?

★ Discussion Guide

Picture the first day of kindergarten. Parents and children unclasp, with fears and tears,
but also with excitement and hope.

Nearly all parents express
confidence that their children
will succeed in school and
graduate from college one
day. At the kindergarten
door, this faith is uplifting
and right. Every child can
succeed in school with with
effort and support. As
children advance through school, however, an unsettling portion of that confidence smacks
of wishful thinking. There is nothing automatic about academic success in school.

We're On Track, right?
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Standardized tests are
the system's most
objective feedback for
parents. Don't ignore
them.

Students and their parents really want to believe that school is going to work out OK.
Teachers and administrators really want to believe that their schools can give kids the
education they need, even when they are coming to them from behind. But there is only so
much any one teacher can do.

Schools are complex organizations. As students move from grade to grade, weaknesses in
the system pile up. Distractions steal a little time here and a little there. It's easy for the
definition of "good work" to vary from one class to the next. Students that fall behind often
do so gradually, unnoticed, making grades that don't ring alarm bells. If parents complain,
it's natural for teachers and administrators to reassure them.

How does a functional school system deliver the kind of results that students deserve? And
how can parents tell if the results aren't good enough?

Success for Students

California's grade-level educational standards, based on the Common Core, are more than
lists of facts to be memorized and regurgitated. They describe what students need to know
and be able to do at each grade level in order for college to be a clear option for them.

Three sources of information can tell you whether your son or daughter is on track:
Teacher conferences, report cards, and standardized tests.

Teacher conferences can give you
useful insight into how your child
behaves at school, and how he or she
approaches academic work. Teachers
can also help you get a feel for what
students are learning in class and how
you might be able to help your child
succeed. But teachers aren't always
blunt in their feedback, and it can be
easy to hear what you want to hear.

Report cards provide evaluative feedback from teachers, focusing on academic
achievement. If your student's report card is just a grade, without additional information,
ask why. (More on report cards in Lesson 9.2)

https://ed100.org/lessons/standards


Standardized tests provide the most objective feedback you will get about your child's
academic progress. Each year, students in California take the CAASPP tests (also known as
the "Smarter Balanced" tests). These tests, which are based on the standards, are an
antidote to wishful thinking. If your son or daughter is showing a pattern of low scores on
the CAASPP tests, hear the alarm bell. Don't ignore it. Don't let yourself be easily
reassured. Few students make it to and through college with a pattern of low standardized
test scores, even if their grades are OK.

Success for Schools

The success of a school is a reflection of the success of its students, both in the short-term
and the long term. Successful schools should advance or accelerate the academic
achievement of each student, with particular focus on ensuring that definable groups of
students are not falling behind.

America's major national education law, the Every Student Succeeds Act, requires that
states evaluate the success of individual schools in a way that can identify at least the 5% of
schools that are farthest behind, either in total performance or in the performance of
groups of students. It also requires that the state have a plan to improve these schools.

Success for School Systems

Unlike federal law, which is focused on the success of individual schools, California state
law is focused on the success of school districts, which oversee schools and school budgets.
In 2017, with the rollout of the California School Dashboard, the state introduced a new

https://ed100.org/lessons/performance


level of nuance to measuring the success of its ~10,000 schools and ~1,000 school districts.
The definitions of success include short-term metrics like attendance and test scores, but
also long-term ones like graduation rates, college readiness and rates of school suspension.
When schools are doing poorly on these measures, the state's remedy is to provide
additional support through school districts, perhaps with help from the County office of
education.

But let's take it a step at a time. The next lesson focuses on the success of students.

Extensively updated September 2017
Updated December 2017

Updated March 2019



Lesson 9.2

Student Success:
How Well is My Kid Doing?
Which classes matter most in high school? Hint: a,b,c,d,e,f,g

In This Lesson

Should my child repeat a grade?

What is differentiated instruction?

What does tracking mean in schools?

Are graduation rates rising or falling?

What are high-stakes tests?

Are the SAT and ACT tests expensive?

How are Advanced Placement (AP) tests used?

Students and parents look to teachers for feedback. Teachers report progress, or the lack of
it, through red marks, letter grades, report cards and parent-teacher conferences. School
systems provide an extra degree of objectivity through standardized tests.

We depend on schools, in other words,
to regularly tell us whether our kids are
on track and learning what they need to
know to succeed in life.

Academic Milestones

In elementary and middle school, there
are a few academic milestones of
particular importance. By the end of 1st
grade, kids need to know the alphabet,
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★ Discussion Guide

Girls are more likely than
boys to graduate from
high school.

the numbers, and some basic classroom
norms. By 3rd grade, it is essential for
students to be able to read, because
schoolwork shifts from "learning to read" to "reading to learn." Similarly, by about 4th
grade math advances beyond basic numeracy, becoming a way to solve problems and
answer questions.

When students don't achieve these milestones on schedule, what should happen? Should
they advance to the next grade anyway (an approach known as "social promotion") or is it
better to repeat a grade? Each California school district is required to have a
written policy on pupil promotion and retention (PPR). There are no easy answers, but the
general guidance of the National Association of School Psychologists is to take
a "promotion plus" approach. That is, move the student to the next grade level and invest
in providing the specific support the student needs to get on track.

Tracking and "Differentiation"

Students of the same age don't necessarily have the same academic skills. In order to
challenge students at an appropriate level, teachers try to create ways of differentiating
instruction within the same classroom. If the differences are too great to address them
while keeping the students all together, they might create groups, spending extra time with
the students that need extra help.

As students advance, they tend to separate. By middle school, some students are ready for
algebra and Shakespeare, while others need more basic support. The differing sets of
courses that students take, particularly in English and mathematics, are sometimes
formalized as "tracks." These tracks can become destiny. Once a student is enrolled in a
course on a less-rigorous track, it is extremely difficult to jump to a higher one.

Success in High School

Over the long term, students have been
graduating from high school at a rising
rate throughout America, including in
California. This is good news though
tempered by big gaps. White and Asian
students are far more likely to graduate
than Black and Latino students, and
girls are more likely to graduate than boys.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1bL_CYm9ZmHq9ERc40hdktcOVNjPDoOIScgXQq14YVbg
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Graduation is important, but not all transcripts are of equal rigor. Not all grades are of
equal value, either. In 2018 the Alliance for Excellent Education examined long-term data
to look for evidence of the stability of meaning of a letter grade in high school courses. They
found that grade inflation is real, and unequal. According to study author Seth
Gershenson, grade inflation has had an unequal pattern: "it’s gotten easier to get a good
grade in more affluent schools, but not in less affluent ones."

https://edexcellence.net/publications/grade-inflation-in-high-schools
http://edex.s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/publication/pdfs/(2018.09.19)%20Grade%20Inflation%20in%20High%20Schools%20(2005-2016).pdf


In order for high school students in California to qualify for admission to the state's four-
year public universities, they must satisfactorily complete a set of courses known as the a-g
requirements, as discussed in Lesson 6.2. More good news: students have been taking and
passing these courses at rising rates.

High-Stakes Tests

Annual standardized tests such as California's CAASPP test are sometimes called "high-
stakes" tests, but this is a misnomer. These tests are important to school leaders, certainly,
but students actually have little stake in them. The truly high-stakes tests for students are
the ones that determine whether and where they might be able to go to college:

The ACT / SAT. In high school, most students with their sights set on college take either
the ACT test or the SAT test. These tests really matter. Colleges use the scores on these tests
as a vital sorting tool. Imagine yourself as an admission officer facing piles of transcripts
from thousands of students. Some high schools are more rigorous than others, so it can be
difficult for admissions officers to evaluate the true value of a student's grades. The ACT
and SAT exams are important because the tests are the same for everyone. Both exams
charge a fee, but both the College Board and ACT waive the fee for students in poverty, with
proper documentation.

AP Tests. Advanced Placement tests are subject-specific exams on a variety of subjects.
Scores on these tests build a college applicant’s resume. The Advanced Placement program,
run by The College Board, offers college-level curriculum and examinations to high school
students. Schools submit their curricula and apply for courses to get the AP designation.
The program includes end-of-course exams. Many American colleges grant placement and
course credit to students who score high enough on AP tests.

Extensively updated September 2017
Updated March 2018
Updated March 2019
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Lesson 9.3

Tests:
Standardized Measures of Student Learning
How can this test be too easy and too hard?

In This Lesson

How do standardized tests work?

Which standardized tests are being used in California?

Why are there so many tests?

Should I “opt out” of testing for my child?

Is testing bad?

How are standardized tests changing?

What is an “adaptive” test?

Are California’s tests “high stakes?”

Do kids in special education take standardized tests?

What is the CAASPP test?

It has become somewhat unfashionable to focus on standardized test scores. (OK, it has
become very unfashionable.)

In 2020, when the Covid-19
pandemic prompted many tests
to be canceled outright, many
breathed a sigh of relief. Good
riddance, right?

Well... maybe. It is important to
acknowledge how extraordinarily
successful these tests have been.

Standardized tests quickly
measure students’ knowledge
and skills in ways that allow for
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What was the CAHSEE exit exam?

What is the EAP?

What are other ways to measure student performance?

What are "Smarter Balanced" tests?

★ Discussion Guide

comparisons and support
decisions.

Economic Success

Certain exams have been shown
to be powerfully connected to
economic success. If you improve
student learning in ways that boost their scores, over time, the economy grows. That’s a
pretty powerful connection. Students and parents obsess over scores on SAT and ACT tests
because they are so powerfully connected to college access, and thus to job choices.

Because testing often works as a way of measuring skills, its history extends back to
pharaohs, emperors, generals, and captains of industry. Because testing doesn’t always
work, and because it has often been misused, that history is somewhat checkered.

Historically, standardized tests have been used as a tool for identifying the best-prepared
candidates for jobs and opportunities — and for efficiently "weeding out" the rest. In the
last few decades, however, the purpose of testing has broadened. Among other things, test
results serve as diagnostic tools for school leaders and teachers to choose how to spend
their time. They also serve to identify where students are falling behind — a necessary step
to overcome wishful thinking and do something about it.

California’s testing system has changed

California's battery of standardized tests has changed over time. From about 2002 until
2013, the foundation of the state’s testing system was the STAR tests, also known as the
California Standards Tests or CSTs. These were classic one-size-fits-all fill-in-the-bubble
tests based on California's state standards.

In response to the 2008 recession, the federal government provided significant funding to
sustain public education. It also provided some incentive funding: specifically, through the
competitive Race to the Top grant program, states were encouraged to do something long
talked about: revise, harmonize and improve their grade level educational standards. In
2014 many states, including California, transitioned to a set of standards called
the Common Core.

New standards required new tests. Because good tests are difficult to develop, states
banded together. California and many western states joined the Smarter
Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC); the other large consortium is known as PARCC.

https://ed100.org/lessons/tests#tag12
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Which test / 
can best 
assess / 
success?

Not all states are officially in a consortium. In 2018 the Hewlett Foundation commissioned
a report, Whatever Happened to All Those New & Better State Tests, to take stock of how
the dust had settled. The review concluded that the PARCC tests are less rote than SBAC,
but both are substantially better than the tests in use in non-consortium states.

 Sources: Illustration from Education First, High-Quality Assessment Project; research cited in chart includes two studies by the
RAND Corporation on quality of state tests, AP and other common summative assessments (2011 and 2012), as well as research
by the Fordham Institute (2016) and HumRRO (2016). Click image for more.

California's tests, collectively known as the California Assessment of Student Progress and
Performance (CAASPP), are similar to those used in other SBAC member states. The
CAASPP tests are administered on computers, and they adapt to the skills of each test-
taker in order to take less time to determine a score.

The CAASPP system of tests includes tests in English and Math as well as the California
Science Test (CAST), which debuted in 2017.

Critics of standardized testing argue, in
part, that it is a poor use of time. Some
students find the tests dull, though
computer-based adaptive tests are
shorter and less vulnerable to this
problem. Some argue that standardized
testing is a degrading intrusion that
squeezes the soul out of learning and
teaching.

https://hewlett.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Education-First-What-Happened-To-State-Tests-Feb-2018-6.pdf
https://education-first.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Education-First_HQAP_National_What-Matters-Most_Apr2017.pdf
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/tg/ca/


California's "Smarter
Balanced" tests, the
CAASPP, are
administered at the end
of the school year in
grades 3-8 and 11

High Stakes or Low Stakes?

Standardized state tests are sometimes described as "high-stakes" tests. This description
seems to imply a sense of risk to students if they do poorly. In fact, students have no great
reason to cheat on the CAASPP tests. Quite the contrary: it can be difficult to persuade
students even to bother taking state tests seriously.

Teachers and administrators have slightly more reason to feel pressure than students do, if
only for the sake of reputation. The growing focus on test scores has placed pressure on
teachers and administrators that led to cheating scandals among the adults. If educators or
school leaders do not believe that tests are a valid measure of learning, incentives based on
test scores can create temptations.

The CAASPP tests

California's state assessments are
delivered toward the end of the school
year in English and math for grades 3
to 8 and for 11th grade. (Curious what
the tests look like? Try it!)

In early summer, students and their
parents receive reports that show their
scores. The reports visually indicate
whether the student's score is near
grade level expectations, above it or
below it, and by how much. Here's a
part of a 2019 sample report for Language Arts for a fictitious fifth grader:

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/04/03/education/atlanta-cheating-scandal-reignites-testing-debate.html?_r=0
http://www.caaspp.org/practice-and-training/index.html
https://ca.startingsmarter.org/


The report includes prior year scores, which can help understand whether the student is
generally keeping pace with grade level expectations, falling behind, or advancing.

https://ca.startingsmarter.org/


Find much more information about the CAASPP tests here: startingsmarter.org. These
tests are used as part of the California School Dashboard, which we introduce in Ed100
Lesson 9.7.

Adaptive Tests: the Goldilocks Ideal

In the past, students used to take standardized tests on paper. They were all given the same
paper test, and inevitably the questions would bore some students while frustrating others
others.

https://ca.startingsmarter.org/
https://ca.startingsmarter.org/


The CAASPP tests are
'adaptive.' Administered
online, they present each
student with questions of
varying difficulty to
assess their level in as
few questions as possible.

Administering tests on computer was a
big change. It enabled the consortium
to design tests that adaptto the skills of
the test-taker. An adaptive test like
CAASPP presents each student with a
different version of the test, drawing
questions that vary in difficulty (and
score value). Ideally, each student takes
a "Goldilocks" version of the test. Not
too hard, not too easy: just right. This
allows the test to more successfully
evaluate each student's "level" in fewer
questions and with higher certainty
than with paper tests.

Alternate Assessments

To meet the needs of students with disabilities, California also provides computer-based
"alternate assessments" (CAA) aligned with the Common Core Standards. The goal: Ensure
that students with significant cognitive disabilities achieve increasingly higher academic
outcomes and leave high school ready for post-secondary options. (These assessments
replaced the CAPA tests.) Watch the video to learn more. (Spanish version here).

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Computerized_adaptive_testing
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SbAv_mxuyKk


Despite critics, tests are here to stay

Critics such as education commentator Diane Ravitch argue that standardized tests take
too much time and lead schools to focus too narrowly on the subject areas that are tested.
(In education jargon this is known as “narrowing the curriculum.”) Class time for art
(see Lesson 6.8 The Arts), music, and even science has been squeezed because teachers and
school leaders feel pressure to ensure that students score well on tests of math and English.

Annual testing for all students is a key priority of many civil rights organizations. By
requiring universal participation, these tests reinforce the idea that education has to work
for all students. Universal participation also reduces the temptation for schools to omit the
scores of students that are less prepared.

It is legal for parents to "opt out" of California's state-administered tests. Fortunately, very
few do so. Access to some federal funding is contingent on the participation of at least 95%
of students. The rationale for requiring this high participation rate is to avoid the
temptation for schools or districts to “hide” students that might not score well.

Public support for annual testing remains strong and broad. In surveys, about two-thirds of
respondents support annual testing. About half of teachers support it, too. In response to
the criticism that testing has focused only on math and English, California added
assessments in science and undertook new changes in standards for the visual, performing
and media arts.

Goodbye, High School Exit Exam (CAHSEE)

For many years, California required high school students to pass the California High
School Exit Exam(CAHSEE) to qualify for a diploma. A one-size-fits-all bubble test,
CAHSEE was very easy for most students. Still, for some it was the one thing that held
them back from graduating. In 2015, the exam was suspended, and in 2017 it was
abandoned for good.

The effects of exit exams have been extensively researched. For some students, there is
evidence that CAHSEE served its intended role as a kick in the pants. But this effect was
outweighed by its unintended role as a catalyst for students to give up on high school
entirely.

Hello, CAASPP!

https://ed100.org/lessons/rightstuff/arts/
https://ed100.org/lessons/rightstuff/stem/
https://edsource.org/2015/california-smarter-balanced-math-english-results-common-core-faq/86181
https://educationnext.org/2016-ednext-poll-interactive/
https://edsource.org/2017/california-joins-trend-among-states-to-abandon-high-school-exit-exam/588640
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/tg/hs/cahseesuspendltr.asp
https://web.stanford.edu/group/cepa/workingpapers/WORKING_PAPER_2009_12.pdf


The best predictor of a
student's success in
college is his or her grade
point average in high
school...

...but the prediction is
even better when
combined with
standardized test scores.

When high school students take the CAASPP test, they have a personal reason to care about
their score. Through the Early Assessment Program (EAP), scores on CAASPP provide
colleges with evidence of students' readiness for college-level work without taking remedial
courses. (For more, see Lesson 9.4.)

The Real High-Stakes Tests: SAT and ACT

Will a student do well in college? If you could only know one fact about the student to
predict his or her college fate, what should it be? Grade point average? SAT score? ACT
score?

According to research from the College
Board (the maker of the SAT) the best
single predictor of a student's success
in college is not his or her SAT score.
It's his or her grade point average in
high school. The makers of the ACT
exam agree, and so does independent
research.

So why not punt the test and rely on
grades alone? Because the combination works even better. Colleges give significant weight
to standardized test scores in admitting students because they help predict student
success in college.

Grade point averages and SAT/ACT test scores don't measure the same things. Some
marvelous students are horrible test-takers. Some marvelous test-takers are horrible
students. Succeeding on a test requires overcoming anxiety and distraction, and being able
to quickly shift from one question to the next. Succeeding in a class requires an ability to
apply oneself to deliver academic work.

Students can significantly improve their
SAT/ACT scores with practice and help.
Money makes a difference: Test-prep
coaches can help them focus on
questions they miss and understand the
material more deeply. Psychiatrists can
help them learn to manage their stress
and anxiety. It works, and families with

http://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/gs/hs/eapindex.asp
https://www.nacacnet.org/globalassets/documents/defining-promise-poster--optional-standardized-testing-policies.pdf
https://research.collegeboard.org/programs/sat/data/validity-studies


money spend big bucks to give their kids every shot at success — a topic explored in depth
by Paul Tough in his book The Years That Matter Most.

SAT/ACT scores can have an influence on college access in ways that aren't obvious. In
a self-sorting effect, some students who actually might be quite successful at a "stretch"
college don't risk applying if they think their scores are too low, or that they can't afford the
test. By requiring the SAT or ACT as part of the application, colleges lose some applicants.
Fee waivers are available for both the SAT and the ACT for students who qualify for free or
reduced-priced meals.

Because of the unequal impact these tests can have on college access, in 2020 the academic
senate of the University of California convened a task force to study whether to get rid of
them. To the surprise of many, the task force recommended keeping them.

In fact, test scores are better predictors of success for students who are Underrepresented

Minority students (URMs), who are first-generation, or whose families are low-income... One

consequence of dropping test scores would be increased reliance on HSGPA in admissions. The

STTF found that California high schools vary greatly in grading standards, and that grade

inflation is part of why the predictive power of HSGPA has decreased since the last UC study.

Other measures of student performance

As a broader, more engaging alternative to standardized testing, some have proposed that
students should demonstrate their competency by producing a “portfolio” - the high school
equivalent of an undergraduate thesis project. Students negotiate a research topic with
advisors, and produce multi-disciplinary work that demonstrates their knowledge and
abilities in several subject areas. Their portfolios are graded against a set of "rubrics" that
incorporate state standards. The state of Vermont went farthest in formally adopting this
strategy, and in the process demonstrated many of its challenges. Portfolio assessment
remains uncommon, and the term has fallen somewhat out of favor. If your child is
working on a "senior project" or a "senior thesis" this may be an echo of the portfolio idea.

Class Grades: Rubrics are not cubes

Standardized tests aren't the only thing that matter, of course. Most of the work that
students do in class or as homework is assigned and graded by a teacher. How do teachers
express what counts, and how do they decide on grades?

http://www.pbs.org/wnet/amanpour-and-company/video/paul-tough-on-inequality-in-higher-education/
https://www.usnews.com/opinion/articles/2013/09/06/why-the-sats-shouldnt-be-a-factor-in-college-admissions
https://senate.universityofcalifornia.edu/_files/underreview/sttf-report.pdf
http://educationnext.org/portfolio-assessment/
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https://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=portfolio+assessment%2Csenior+project%2Csenior+thesis&year_start=1970&year_end=2008&corpus=15&smoothing=3&share=&direct_url=t1%3B%2Cportfolio%20assessment%3B%2Cc0%3B.t1%3B%2Csenior%20project%3B%2Cc0%3B.t1%3B%2Csenior%20thesis%3B%2Cc0


A rubric is a tool that teachers use to explain what they expect from students when they
make an assignment. Rubrics are usually organized into columns that describe what
counts. For example, a report might be worth 100 points total: up to 50 points for the
quality of the research, 30 for the quality of the writing and 20 for the quality of the
presentation. The rows of the rubric describe expectations for different levels of quality —
for example what sort of research is most important, and what length should the paper be?

Most teachers create rubrics in a word processing program, distributing them to students
on paper or as PDF documents. Online rubric tools exist, too, someof them not entirely
terrible. Creating a good rubric is not easy; it requires significant forethought to clearly
explain what you expect from students. Teachers: if you have a favorite tool, please leave a
comment.

Of course, the results that really matter are long-term, and have little to do with scores.
Real success in education is determined by the life path options that a student is able to
access as a result of that education. Those options are the subject of the next lesson.

Next Steps

Parent leaders (ahem, such as Ed100 participants and PTA leaders) play a vital role in
demystifying these tests. Work with your principal to organize a meeting at your school to
go over the new tests and the California standards. A good resource to start with is
this infographic that answers frequently asked questions.

One of the best ways to understand a test is to try it out yourself. Here are some practice
tests:

CAASPP
SAT
ACT

Tips for talking to your child about the new assessments from the California State PTA

Ask Your Child: What areas do you think you should particularly focus on this
year, based on your test results? What do you see as your strengths to build on?
Ask Your Teacher: How will these tests results be used to guide instruction this
year? What can we do at home that will help your child learn and be successful? How
are other important subjects assessed?
Download and share PTA fliers with more tips...in English and Spanish

Updated Sep 2017, Oct 2017, March 2019, Oct 2019, Feb 2020, April 2020.

http://www.teachersfirst.com/lessons/rubrics/what-are-rubrics.cfm
http://rubric-maker.com/index.php
https://ed100.org/?page_id=1031
http://downloads.capta.org/edu/SmarterBalancedResources.pdf
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https://sat.collegeboard.org/practice/sat-practice-test
http://www.actstudent.org/sampletest/
http://downloads.capta.org/edu/Assessments_QuestionsToAsk.pdf
http://downloads.capta.org/edu/Assessments_QuestionsToAsk_SP.pdf




Lesson 9.4

Student Readiness:
College and Career
Some tests matter more than others – one in particular.

In This Lesson

Is my child on track to go to college?

Do California’s schools prepare students for college?

What are the a-g courses?

What happened to college counselors?

How do college placement tests work?

★ Discussion Guide

Most parents expect K-12 education to prepare their kids for success in college. This is too
often a flawed assumption.

California can tell students if
they are ready for college

It doesn't help anyone when
students bomb out.

To qualify for admission to one of
California's four-year colleges,
students need to take and pass the
set of courses known as the a-g
requirements. They need to take
the right tests, including either the ACT or SAT exam. But are they ready?

https://ed100.org/lessons/college-career#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/college-career#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/college-career#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/college-career#tag8
https://ed100.org/lessons/college-career#tag10
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1bL_CYm9ZmHq9ERc40hdktcOVNjPDoOIScgXQq14YVbg
https://ed100.org/lessons/rigor
https://ed100.org/lessons/tests


Students who take the
CAASPP test don't have
to take a placement
exam.

For many years, colleges invested significant time and effort to develop and administer
placement exams. A major purpose of these tests was to determine if a student needed
some extra work to master stuff they should have learned in high school. The test, not to
mention the remedial coursework, was burdensome to both students and colleges.

In 2018, the education system completed an "alignment" process that seems obvious in
retrospect but that took years to put in place.

In their junior year, California high
school students take the 11th grade
CAASPP test, a computer-adaptive
exam. By taking this test, students are
automatically enrolled in the Early
Assessment Program (EAP), which the
California State University (CSU)
accepts as suitable evidence for college
placement. No extra exam.

Taking it a step further, California's college system took the step of making all courses
"credit bearing" to eliminate the notion of remedial coursework on a not-for-credit basis.
Prior to the change, only a quarter of students clearly "placed out" of remedial coursework
using the EAP in English, and the rate was considerably lower in math (see graph). Now
students can get right to work learning for credit toward their graduation and their degree.

http://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/gs/hs/eapindex.asp
https://edsource.org/2017/cal-state-adopts-new-policies-to-help-students-who-need-remedial-help-in-english-and-math/


High school juniors demonstrate college readiness by taking the CAASPP tests.

A Miracle of Alignment

It might seem obvious that these tests are aligned between high school and college. Of
course it makes sense for high school standards, college placement requirements, and
standardized testing systems to be connected between California public high schools and
the California State University, right? But it's not so simple. CSU is governed and funded
separately from the K-12 system. No organizational mandate requires these systems to get
along. It only happened because leaders made the move a priority over a long period of
time. It actually took years to put this system into place. The Early Assessment Program
serves as evidence that with persistence big systems really can be made to work together.

Students need help to get to college

https://www2.calstate.edu/csu-system/about-the-csu
https://edsource.org/2018/cal-state-starts-new-era-ending-no-credit-remedial-classes/


These programs help
advance students to
college by directly and
practically supporting
them through the
application process.

A leaky bucket carries students from kindergarten through college. Most fall out along the
way. Even those students who finish high school ready for college do not necessarily go to
college. The school system is not necessarily set up to encourage them to do so. A student’s
interest in college may not translate into action, especially without support.

Virtually all California high schools long ago reduced the number of college counselors on
their staffs. California consistently ranks at or near the bottom in the ratio of students to
counselors in American public schools. Even doubling the number of counselors would not
bring California up to the average of other states. (See Lesson 8.2.)

Under the Local Control Funding
Formula (LCFF) there are no special
funds set aside for college counseling.
School districts have the power to
invest in college counselors or other
college-going strategies, but aren't
required to do so. Some schools assign
a faculty member to serve as a
counselor. Others contract with a
partner program such
as AVID and College Summit. These
programs focus on the nuts-and-bolts

process of college application, admission and enrollment, helping students individually.
They also work with high school faculty to help them develop a college-going culture
among student peer groups. LinkForward.org is a set of online and mobile apps to help
high school students chart their path to college.

http://www.ed100.org/support/eddollars/
http://www.avid.org/
https://www.collegesummit.org/
http://linkforward.org/


Lacking counselors, most school districts invest little or nothing in services to support
students in the college-going process. It's a remarkable blind spot.

California's taxpayers invest tens of thousands of dollars in each student to support them
through 13 years of K-12 education, but the system has no built-in incentive to support
students as they advance Beyond 12. In 2017, the state took a small step by adding a
college-going element to the California School Dashboard. Perhaps making this systemic
point of failure more visible will spur school districts, counties, or community foundations
to invest in reducing it.

Private college counseling has become a flourishing profession in California. Families that
can afford it spend hundreds or thousands of dollars to get help with the process of
applying to colleges and searching for sources of financial aid.

So what percentage of California’s high school students actually go to college?

An excellent question, which we will tackle in Lesson 9.8. First, let's explore a little bit
about what it takes to answer questions like that. California's data systems for education
are in a terrible condition.

Updated September 2017, March 2018, March 2019

https://beyond12.org/
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2015/12/silicon-valley-college-consultants/419538/
https://ed100.org/lessons/afterhighschool


Lesson 9.5

Education Data:
Keeping Track of the System
When it comes to education data, this state is flying blind.

In This Lesson

What data does California collect about students?

How is privacy managed in California’s schools?

How does California’s education data system compare?

How can I see data about my school?

What is a School Accountability Report Card (SARC)?

What is a School Plan for Student Achievement (SPSA)?

What data is included in the LCAP?

Imagine if Amazon.com were unable to keep track of customer purchases. Imagine a
pharmaceutical company unable to tell one pill from another. Or a bank losing track of
accounts. In the last few decades, the world has become accustomed to the idea that big
organizations should be good at data.

Education has a long way
to go in that regard,
especially in California.

California’s data
tangle

When it comes to
education data, California
is widely considered

https://ed100.org/lessons/keeptrack#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/keeptrack#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/keeptrack#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/keeptrack#tag4
https://ed100.org/lessons/keeptrack#tag5
https://ed100.org/lessons/keeptrack#tag6
https://ed100.org/lessons/keeptrack#tag7


Why does California have a weak school data system?

How much does California spend on education data systems?

Why is education data so delayed?

★ Discussion Guide

Compared to other states,
California spends very
little on education data
systems.

something of a backwater.
Compared to other states,
California spends very
little on education data
systems, and it shows.

The national Data Quality

Campaign (DQC) gave

California a low rating for the

quality of its education data in

2012. The following year,

California "addressed" this

low ranking... by declining to

participate in the survey. Then-Governor Jerry Brown, a

declared skepticof the value of education data systems, consistently

opposed, blocked, or defunded many efforts to build or improve the

quality and availability of education data, preferring to leave the

matter to individual school districts.

In 2019 the Data Quality Campaign reported that there are only two states in America that
do not systematically measure growth in individual student learning: Kansas and
California. In the report's colorful national map of state data quality, these two states are
blank.

The potential usefulness of education data systems is enormous. Education data systems
can enable students, parents, teachers, and school leaders to see assignments, get access to
course materials, view grades, collect feedback and improve communication. Attendance
systems connected to community services can help support attendance. Data systems can
support research, shedding light on the effectiveness of educational materials. Data can
help to identify extraordinary schools, teachers, and programs. But only if the systems are
set up to collect and connect.

California's data systems for education are so basic that the national conversation about
how to use data to support learning has moved on to other states. It takes a certain amount
of basic data infrastructure to try interesting things and learn from them.

https://ed100.org/lessons/keeptrack#tag8
https://ed100.org/lessons/keeptrack#tag9
https://ed100.org/lessons/keeptrack#tag10
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1bL_CYm9ZmHq9ERc40hdktcOVNjPDoOIScgXQq14YVbg
http://edsource.org/today/2013/browns-choice-california-ignores-annual-survey-on-states-use-of-ed-data/50028
https://www.the74million.org/article/california-guts-education-data-leaves-researchers-in-the-dark/
https://dataqualitycampaign.org/resource/growth-data-it-matters-and-its-complicated/
https://dataqualitycampaign.org/timetoact17/


When it comes to
education data,
California is widely
considered a backwater

The DQC was an early critic the
weaknesses of California's data systems
for education, but hardly the only one.
For example, a 2013 report from
the Public Policy Institute of California
(PPIC)echoes many of the same
themes, as does a 2017 publication
from the Education Insight Center
titled California's Maze of Student

Information.

California's major data system for education is the California Longitudinal Pupil
Achievement Data System, commonly known as CALPADS. The core element of CALPADS
is a unique identifier for each student that remains consistent even as the student advances
through grades and moves from one school to the next. The state has begun the work of
linking systems between K-12 education and higher education, but it is very difficult to
draw useful conclusions about the long-term impact of investments.

 This infographic from the Data Quality Campaign describes some ways data can support teaching and learning. A related
infographic emphasizes the value of data for school leaders.)

Districts struggle to make sense of their data

http://www.ppic.org/content/pubs/report/R_813PWR.pdf
http://edinsightscenter.org/Publications/ctl/ArticleView/mid/421/articleId/2189/Californias-Maze-of-Student-Information-Education-Data-Systems-Leave-Critical-Questions-Unanswered
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ds/sp/cl/index.asp
https://dataqualitycampaign.org/resource/infographic-ms-bullens-data-rich-year/
https://dataqualitycampaign.org/resource/infographic-ms-bullens-data-rich-year/
https://dataqualitycampaign.org/resource/mr-mayas-data-rich-year/


Some attempts to create linked data systems across sectors have occurred in California,
thanks to local effort. Doing this work, however, requires that local districts assemble (and
pay for) their own data systems. Few standards have been created for how such systems
should communicate with one another, so they mostly don't. When data moves, it's usually
with a lot of trouble and delay. When we need answers for Ed100, it can be worse than
finding a needle in a haystack, because it isn't even clear which haystack to look in.

SARCs. School Accountability Report Cards (SARCs) demonstrate the deep limitations of
California’s data approach. This report, published by school districts, is meant to satisfy
both state and federal requirements for public access to information about each school.
Some of the data in the report comes from the State Department of Education. Other
information must come from the school district, and some information can only come from
the school.

The State provides a sample template for the SARC; school districts have the choice of
using it, creating their own, or contracting with an outside vendor. School districts can use
whatever approach they wish to make the SARC available to the public, but must also
include a link on their web site and submit the SARC to the state Department of Education.
The result is a separate PDF file for each school each year. The state does not audit or
summarize the data from this field of digital haystacks. Determined researchers can bring
their own pitchfork to the job by visiting SARConline, which at least might save the trouble
of finding the SARC files.

http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/sa/questions.asp
http://www.sarconline.org/Home/Search


A mess of reports / 
a muddle of data / 
It might get better... / 
Check back later.

LCAPs. Since 2014, districts and charter schools have been required to create a document
known as the Local Control Accountability Plan (LCAP). Each year, each district is
expected to use the LCAP to "tell its local story." The LCAP template requires specific kinds
of information — but as with the SARC, the end result is a haystack of PDF files, often with
multiple versions. The template does not "expose" data digitally, in a way that would make
it easy to use. For example, to compare data from one district’s LCAP to another’s involves
hand-copying it into a spreadsheet. Although the data included in LCAPs ought to be
consistent with the data in SARCs, there is no mechanism to facilitate or enforce this
consistency.

SPSAs. The LCAP, in principle, is meant to align with the information in SARCs as well as
with each school's separate School Plan for Student Achievement, yet another document
required under state law.

In an effort to be thorough, and to comply with state and federal requirements, these
documents go on for pages and pages. They are comprehensive, but frequently
incomprehensible.

Mandates

With the right data system, used
consistently, all of this accountability
reporting could be made more
accessible for the public, more
straightforward for districts, and more
consistent. But that kind of data
infrastructure does not appear to be part of the state’s plan, at least at this writing.

One obstacle to improving the state's data structure is to get everyone using the same
systems, or at least systems that treat data in compatible ways. Another is the complexity of
ensuring that the systems effectively protect the privacy of students and teachers. Big
businesses and government organizations face these issues all the time -- they can be
solved, but doing so requires leadership and work. Finding the leadership to sort out
California's education data haystacks is a complex problem. For one thing, it's unclear who
is in charge. School districts are substantially left to find their own ways of solving data
problems. Getting them to do things the same way, or even use the same data definitions,
can run afoul of California's laws against creating state mandates.

https://ed100.org/lessons/local
http://www.cde.ca.gov/nclb/sr/le/singleplan.asp
https://ed100.org/lessons/uniforms#tag7


Data issues may seem wonkish. They rarely fire up the passions of politicians, education
activists, or parent leaders. But it seems inconceivable that this data weakness can continue
forever in California, the home of Silicon Valley.

A New Beginning?

In 2018 Governor Gavin Newsom campaigned for office pledging change: "Overarching all
of this work — from prenatal to college and career  — is my promise for California to
reassert itself as an education data leader. The public deserves to know whether all
students, regardless of background, have access to good schools and equitable funding."

Several studies in the 2018 Getting Down to Facts II project (GDTFII) focused on what
California needs to do to improve its data standards and data systems so that programs and
investments can deliver better results for kids. Among the headline findings is the
importance of leadership: "Developing a comprehensive statewide data system requires
leadership and commitment."

Past education advisory committees such as the Governors Committee on Education
Excellence have recommended that the state establish a temporary data commission to
facilitate decisions about standards and points of integration, including data from social
services, teacher-related systems, employment systems and higher education.

Updated March 2018, November 2018, Feb 2019.

https://medium.com/@GavinNewsom/education-is-a-lifelong-pursuit-lets-promise-to-treat-it-like-one-e8ec2903368e
http://www.gettingdowntofacts.com/publications/making-california-data-more-useful-educational-improvement-0
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B_IKEE0YZJ-sMGVJTWZyMHkzY00/view#page=141


Lesson 9.6

Achievement Gaps:
The System's Biggest Challenge
Are poor kids catching up in school, or falling further behind? The
numbers say…

In This Lesson

What is an achievement gap?

Are achievement gaps getting better or worse?

Why are proficiency rates a clumsy measure?

What is a subgroup?

Which student subgroups tend to score highest and lowest?

How can schools reduce achievement gaps?

How are achievement gaps measured?

★ Discussion Guide

Some childhood gaps are welcome news, like that gap-tooth smile. Achievement gaps? Not
so much.

What Is an Achievement
Gap?

California's student body is
officially organized into
groups by grade level, but it
can also be seen as
consisting of "subgroups"
based on race, economic
wellbeing, English language
readiness and gender.
Frustratingly stable patterns
predict which subgroups of
students tend to do better in school and which tend to do worse. These measurable
differences, known as "achievement gaps," are usually quantified using standardized test

https://ed100.org/lessons/gaps#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/gaps#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/gaps#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/gaps#tag4
https://ed100.org/lessons/gaps#tag5
https://ed100.org/lessons/gaps#tag6
https://ed100.org/lessons/gaps#tag8
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1bL_CYm9ZmHq9ERc40hdktcOVNjPDoOIScgXQq14YVbg


scores. Gaps in students' academic readiness can also be measured in other ways, such as
graduation rates, college-going rates and course grades, but in the education system, test
scores are the currency of the realm.

There are some good reasons to measure achievement gaps using standardized test scores.
They are widely used and understood. They can reveal small differences or trends. They are
comparatively quick and inexpensive. They also seem to correlate powerfully with less
convenient measures. Students with higher scores are more likely to persist in school,
graduate, go to college and succeed there.

Poverty strongly correlates with test scores. Students who qualify for free or reduced-price
lunch service (a common measure of poverty) tend to score lower on tests than the kids
who don’t. Race correlates, too: on average, black and Latino students tend to score lower
on standardized tests than white and Asian students do.

How are Gaps Measured?

Describing patterns of difference turns out to be more difficult than it might seem, even
using test scores. After a student takes a standardized test like the CAASPP, California's
state tests, a complex process grades the test using a "scaled score". It's more than just a
simple measurement of the number of questions that you get right or wrong. Some
questions are harder than others, so they are worth more than easier ones. Some questions
are literally worth nothing because they are experimental.

A test score without context is meaningless, so test designers identify performance tiers,
assigning cut-points that indicate whether students have met expectations. California's
system separates scores into four tiers.

Let's suppose that you and your twin sister each take a test, say the grade 5 CAASPP test in
mathematics. Your sister scores 2,527 scaled points. You score 2,528—one point higher.

Your parents receive two envelopes in the mail with the score reports. Tearing open the
first envelope, with warmth in their heart they learn that your score indicates "Standard
Met." They open your sister's envelope, and the warmth fades. Alas, your sister's score falls
short. It lands in the "Standard Nearly Met" range.

Of course, the one-point "gap" between these hypothetical scores is insignificant from a
statistical perspective. If you both retook the test, your scores would probably be similar
but not the same. Like free throws in basketball, there's skill involved, but a bit of
randomness, too.

https://ed100.org/lessons/students/poverty/
https://ed100.org/blog/dashboard-core


Randomness becomes less important when small samples like this are combined in larger
numbers. The close calls on either side of the line tend to cancel one another out.
Unhappily, the statistics show that there are some big gaps.

How Big are the Gaps?

They're big. Here's a comparison of CAASPP scores by group for English Language Arts:

The gaps are big for math, too:



The gaps remained wide in 2017, a topic examined by the California Legislative Analyst in
its brief for the 2018 budget. Selected charts:

http://www.lao.ca.gov/Publications/Report/3741


Starting in 2002, the CST
showed rising scores for
10 years, for all groups.

Are Scores Improving?

Yes. Over time, the long-term trajectory
of California students' scores on
standardized tests has been upward.
Slowly but significantly, annual
successions of students at each grade
level are out-scoring their predecessors.

Scores on the CAASPP tests have risen modestly, but the tests have only been around for a
few years. It's easier to see the long-term trend by looking at the test results on the "CST"
tests that preceded it. For all subgroups, scores rose for ten years.

https://edsource.org/2017/no-growth-statewide-in-third-year-of-smarter-balanced-test-scores-caaspp/587973


 Source: CA Department of Education. Click for additional detail

Are We Sure?

Yes. According to California's state tests, scores have been rising over time for all groups of
students. The improvement is corroborated by rising graduation rates. The
federal NAEP test shows long-term improvement, too.

Have Achievement Gaps Shrunk?

Are scores rising in a way that reduces achievement gaps? Perhaps not—or at least not
lately. According to the Public Policy Institute of California, "achievement gaps persist and
have widened in some cases." What can be done about it? EdSource launched an
online conversation about it in 2015, inviting views about what should be changed. Spoiler
alert: it does't seem there's a ready supply of easy answers.

When looking at any chart that compares "proficiency" rates, squint a little. Remember,
individual scores are pesky, detailed things. A little bump can push a score over the cutoff
line between one achievement category and the next. Cutoff points are defined by fiat—they

https://ed100.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/English-ten-year-growth.png
https://ed100.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/Math-ten-year-proficiency.png
http://educationnext.org/over-the-long-term-naep-scores-are-way-way-up/
http://www.ppic.org/content/pubs/report/R_0417IUR.pdf
https://edsource.org/2015/achievement-gap-points-to-ineffectiveness-of-decades-of-reforms/


Test scores are going up
/ 
and that is great 
good news / 
But not enough /
to disrupt /
the gaps 
between the groups

are supposed to represent a standard of
achievement, not a relative position
within a curve.

By the nature of statistics, if a cut-off
point stays put while a curve moves,
metrics that describe how much of the
curve falls above or below the cut-off
point will highlight the significance of
some changes while understating
others. If the cut point is anywhere
close to the steep part of the curve, a
little bit of change can cast an
exaggerated shadow. Education
statistics are loaded with metrics

derived from cut-off scores.

Bell curves have two tails, and some critics argue that reducing gaps by boosting the
learning of kids at the bottom of the learning curve isn't enough. They argue that long-term
American competitiveness requires that a school’s mission, should include focus
on gifted kids at the top of the curve, too.

The success of California’s schools, districts, and public education system as a whole are
often judged by how effectively they address these predictable gaps in achievement. The
next lesson discusses the ways these systems’ successes are measured.

Updated September 2017, March 2018
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Lesson 9.7

The Dashboard:
Measuring California School Performance
How can you tell if a school is good? First, look here…

In This Lesson

When did California launch the School Dashboard?

What is the California School Dashboard?

What does the Dashboard do?

Who is the Dashboard for?

What do the Dashboard colors mean?

What do the icons on the Dashboard mean?

Which is better, green or blue?

Why is the School Dashboard helpful?

How is the Dashboard different from a school's API score?

How is the Dashboard related to the LCAP?

Is your school successful at educating the children it serves? It's a tough question for many
reasons, beginning with a powerful cognitive bias: it goes against human nature to be
objective about your own choices.

When you enroll your child at
a school, you are making a
choice — even if you lack
realistic alternatives. As a
parent, you want to believe
that the school you have
accepted for your child must
be at least OK, right? It's
natural to hope for the best.

The California School
Dashboard

https://ed100.org/lessons/performance#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/performance#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/performance#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/performance#tag4
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cognitive_bias
http://www.ed100.org/educationis/wishful/


What does Performance mean on the Dashboard?

What is a Subgroup on the Dashboard?

★ Discussion Guide

Facts can't eradicate wishful
thinking, but they can at least
challenge it. In 2017, the
California Department of
Education took a big step to
elevate the use of facts to evaluate schools by releasing the first version of the long-awaited
California School Dashboard.

The Dashboard is NOT a single grade or rating. Instead, it is a collection of "indicators" — a
bit like the dashboard of a car. On most car dashboards, a light turns on when there might
be a problem. To find out more, you have to look into it. Sometimes you have to pop the
hood and pull out the owner's manual because, well, cars are complicated. So are schools.

What does the Dashboard do?

The Dashboard summarizes how well your school is doing in multiple ways, which we
explore in this series of posts. The Dashboard is useful for school district leaders, school
board members, and PTA leaders because it can help you spot patterns. Within individual
schools or across groups of schools, the Dashboard can help you see where the news is good
or bad.

The indicators on the Dashboard summarize performance in five color-coded levels.

In Dashboard reports, icons accompany the colors, allowing them to be printed in black
and white.

Not every indicator on the Dashboard uses all the colors, but red always indicates a
problem. Blue is always best — even better than green.

Why the California School Dashboard Exists

https://ed100.org/lessons/performance#tag11
https://ed100.org/lessons/performance#tag12
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1bL_CYm9ZmHq9ERc40hdktcOVNjPDoOIScgXQq14YVbg
http://caschooldashboard.org/
https://ed100.org/blog/dashboard


From the outside, it's hard to know what's going on within districts and schools. But
parents need trustworthy information about schools to make good choices for their kids.
Voters want good information to know that schools are working. School leaders need
information to help them improve. The indicators on the Dashboard are meant to direct
attention where it might be needed, so that you will take a closer look and figure out what
to do about it.

California School Dashboard from Orange County Dept. of Education.

Multiple Measures (Goodbye, API)

The Dashboard may seem complex, but it replaced a system that was too simple. Prior to
the Dashboard, California ranked schools using a single score, the Academic Performance
Index (API), which was based entirely on standardized tests. In practice, API scores were
strongly correlated with wealth and proved of limited use as a diagnostic tool to help
schools improve. After more than a decade of use, the API was discontinued in 2014 at the
same time California dropped its old testing system and adopted the Common Core State
Standards.

In contrast to the API's singular focus on test scores, the Dashboard sports multiple
indicators related to the eight priorities that school districts must address in their Local
Control Accountability Plan (LCAP). The Dashboard does not generate an overall score that

https://vimeo.com/246187487
https://vimeo.com/ocde
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/ap/
https://ed100.org/lessons/standards
http://sedn.senate.ca.gov/sites/sedn.senate.ca.gov/files/state_and_local_indicators_-_tab_2.pdf
https://ed100.org/blog/lcap-hub


Performance is Status
adjusted for Change

can be used to compare or rank schools. The Ed100 blog includes more detail about
the specific indicators on the Dashboard.

Key Dashboard Concept: Performance

Several of the indicators on the Dashboard share an important similarity: they are meant to
show "Performance" rather than just the most recent status of a measurement. What's the
difference?

To evaluate "Performance," the
Dashboard compares how
things are("status") with how they
are changingfor better or worse. For
example, the indicator for graduation
rates takes into consideration both the most recent graduation rate as well as the prior
year's rate. On the Dashboard, context matters: two schools with exactly the same current
graduation rate could show different performance levels on the Dashboard depending on
whether that rate represents an increase or a decrease. When the Dashboard draws your
attention, it's an invitation to dig deeper.

Subgroups

Digging deeper means looking beyond averages. The Dashboard can present a big-picture
summary of performance in schools and districts, but it can also show filtered views that
help you focus on student subgroups. This can help you see patterns. If you are trying to
ensure that no students are being left behind, the Dashboard can help you advocate for
changes to ensure that all kids get the attention and support they need.

For example, schools often look at test scores by grade level, gender, ethnicity, and parents'
economic status. School districts also need to know if they are successfully educating
students in foster care, or learning English, or with special education needs. The
Dashboard can show these views.

Go Deeper

Because the California School Dashboard is such an important resource in California's
education system, we provide a lot more information about it in the Ed100 blog. Here are
the major posts, organized as a series:

https://ed100.org/blog/dashboard


Ed100's series about the California School Dashboard:

Context: Ed100 Lesson 9.7
Part 1: Overview
Part 2: The Indicators
Part 3: Performance Colors
Part 4: Math and English
Part 5: English Learners
Part 6: Attendance and Absenteeism
Part 7: Suspensions
Part 8: Graduation
Part 9: College and Career Success
Part 10: "Local" Indicators for School Districts

Extensively Updated May 29, 2017
to summarize the California School Dashboard and refer to the blog series.

Revised March 2018, April 2019.

https://ed100.org/lessons/performance
https://ed100.org/blog/dashboard
https://ed100.org/blog/indicators
https://ed100.org/blog/dashboard-colors
https://ed100.org/blog/dashboard-core
https://ed100.org/blog/dashboard-EL
https://ed100.org/blog/chronic-absenteeism
https://ed100.org/blog/dashboard-suspensions
https://ed100.org/blog/graduation-dashboard
https://ed100.org/blog/college-and-career-dashboard
https://ed100.org/blog/local-indicators-on-the-california-school-dashboard


Lesson 9.8

After High School:
What California’s System Provides
Of every 100 ninth graders, the number that graduate college is…

In This Lesson

What are the life outcomes of California students?

What is California’s Master Plan for Higher Education?

How do private colleges fit in?

What is adult education?

What is the GED? How many take it? How many pass?

What are the requirements to attend college in California?

Why do so many students enroll but not earn a degree?

★ Discussion Guide

Education is a journey on a road with many exits. We hope that all students persist through
high school, but many do not. We hope that many go on to college, but many do not. We
hope those who go to college will finish, but, again, many do not.

California has a long and well-
respected history of providing
its residents with affordable,
lifelong access to
postsecondary education. The
largest and most visible
investment has been a robust
public system of colleges and
universities. In addition, the
state has funded adult
education programs.

https://ed100.org/lessons/afterhighschool#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/afterhighschool#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/afterhighschool#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/afterhighschool#tag4
https://ed100.org/lessons/afterhighschool#tag5
https://ed100.org/lessons/afterhighschool#tag6
https://ed100.org/lessons/afterhighschool#tag7
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1bL_CYm9ZmHq9ERc40hdktcOVNjPDoOIScgXQq14YVbg


Rates of high school graduation, college enrollment, and college completion have risen significantly. (Compare this graphic to 2006).
But the funnel remains narrow.

Over time, California's road to and through college has become pocked with potholes, but
there are reasons for optimism.

California’s "Master Plan": three college systems

In 1960, California's Master Plan for Higher Educationcreated three systems of public
colleges that still exist today. All three systems depend heavily on the state for funding to
subsidize the California students who attend.

Big: The University of California (UC) system is the state’s primary academic research
institution. It provides undergraduate, graduate, and professional education to over
220,000 students at ten campuses. Admission is guaranteed to the top 12.5% of public high
school graduates and all qualified community college transfer students.

Bigger: The California State University (CSU) system has a total of 23 campuses and
serves over 400,000 students. The CSU offers undergraduate and graduate education,
including a limited number of doctorate degrees jointly with the University of California.

https://ed100.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/9-7-1-CollegeReadiness.gif
http://www.ucop.edu/acadinit/mastplan/mp.htm
http://www.universityofcalifornia.edu/
http://admission.universityofcalifornia.edu/counselors/q-and-a/transfer-pathways/index.html
http://calstate.edu/


Admission to the CSU is available to the top one-third (33.3%) of public high school
graduates and all qualified community college transfer students.

Biggest: The California Community Colleges (CCC) is this country’s largest system of
higher education. The 112 campuses are organized into 72 districts that together serve 2.6
million students of all ages. About three out of every 10 high school graduates -- that’s over
100,000 students annually -- enroll in a community college and study alongside many
older adults. Students who attend community colleges can earn an associate degree,
complete a training or certificate program, or prepare to transfer to a four-year university.
California's community colleges accept all applicants who are high school graduates, as
well as any other adults who can benefit from attendance.

Historically, these three systems operated very separately, and transfer applications were a
painful process. In 2015 the leadership of the CSU system began to define
explicit pathways for transfers. The UC system clarified its transferprocesses and
requirements in 2018.

https://www2.calstate.edu/apply/transfer/pages/ccc-associate-degree-for-transfer.aspx
http://cccco.edu/
http://www.lao.ca.gov/Publications/Report/3540
http://adegreewithaguarantee.com/en-us/abouttheprogram/abouttheguarantee.aspx
https://edsource.org/2018/guaranteed-transfer-path-from-community-college-to-university-of-california-announced/


California’s adult
education system also
provides a second chance
to young adults who have
not graduated from high
school.

More extensive information about these public institutions, the students they serve, and
issues they face is available in a series of concise briefs from The Campaign for College
Opportunity. Private colleges in California also play a significant role, enrolling perhaps as
many as 320,000 students.

Adult Education programs

At the time that California passed its
Master Plan for higher education, it
also provided significant funding to
public high schools and community
colleges to provide adult
education classes. The basic premise of
that adult education investment is
economic; the state’s adults need access
to continuing education of various
sorts, not necessarily tied to the
completion of a degree or certificate.

Today, though funding for adult education has been greatly reduced, about 1.2 million
adult students per year still enroll in adult education courses through the public schools,
community colleges, and various community providers. Over a third of these adult students
are studying English as a second language, with the support of federal funding.

Funding for adult education declined by over 50% during the Great Recession, spurring
California officials to begin rethinking the state’s approach. Spearheaded by Governor
Jerry Brown, lawmakers called for a transition to a system of regional partnerships for this
purpose. In 2013 the state budget agreement stabilized adult ed funding and set a two-year
timeline for the implementation of these partnerships.

One important goal of California’s adult education system is to give a second chance to
young adults who have not graduated from high school. For example, the system offers
students classes to prepare for the General Educational Development (GED®)test. The
GED, a national test, is administered statewide throughout the year at approximately 190
testing centers. In 2008, 58,750 individuals took the test, and 73 percent passed.

Postsecondary success eludes too many students

http://www.collegecampaign.org/resource-library/our-publications/
http://www.sacbee.com/opinion/op-ed/soapbox/article11032874.html
http://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/ae/po/cefadulted.asp
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/General_Educational_Development


The leaky bucket that carries students from kindergarten to college admission continues to
leak after students reach college. As usual, it is tragically easy to predict which students will
earn a degree and which will not. In a speech to Full Circle Fund members, Ted Mitchell,
then president of the New Schools Venture Fund, made the point powerfully: “Imagine a
hundred African-American boys in kindergarten. Based on current college-going and
college-completion rates, would you care to guess how many of them will graduate from
college? The answer is two.”

In a 2008 “National Report Card on Higher Education” California compared poorly to the
U.S. as a whole in the proportion of students enrolled in college who completed a degree or
certificate program.

Sixty-two percent of college students completed a bachelor’s degree within six years.
However, only 46% of black students and 53% of Hispanic students graduated within
six years, compared with 66% of white students.

When colleges fail to help their students complete a formal program of study in a
reasonable amount of time, they don’t just miss an opportunity to change lives. They also
increase the cost of public higher education and reduce the benefits the state gets from that
investment.

There are many explanations for this relatively low college success rate and state officials
are trying to address them. As the next lesson explains, one critical component for students
is their ability to pay for their college education.

Next Steps

The California State PTA provides resourcesto help plan for college, including info on
application and testing assistance, school research, and financial aid.

University of California entrance requirements
California State University entrance requirements
California Community College entrance requirements

http://measuringup2008.highereducation.org/states/report_cards/index.php?state=CA
http://capta.org/focus-areas/family-engagement/preparing-for-college/
http://admission.universityofcalifornia.edu/freshman/requirements/
https://secure.csumentor.edu/planning/high_school/
http://home.cccapply.org/colleges/requirements


Lesson 9.9

Paying for College:
High Hopes and College Loans
Which is bigger, America’s credit card debt or college debt?

In This Lesson

How much does college cost in California?

Is college a good investment?

Are California’s colleges expensive?

Why don’t students finish college?

How much cheaper is college for residents?

How much debt are college students taking on?

What can students do about their college debt?

How can students find financial aid for college?

What is the Dream Act?

Are scholarships bad?

About nine out of ten parents expect their children to go to college. Less than a third
actually do so.

Many of California's students
who complete high school and
start some kind of postsecondary
program do not go on to earn a
degree or certificate (see
the previous lesson). This leaky
bucket is a concern for the state
and a focus for a wide variety of
organizations. Why do students
stop their education before they
reach these completion
milestones, when reaching them
is so clearly in their interest?

https://ed100.org/lessons/loans#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/loans#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/loans#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/loans#tag4
https://ed100.org/lessons/loans#tag5
https://ed100.org/lessons/loans#tag6
https://ed100.org/lessons/loans#tag7
https://ed100.org/lessons/loans#tag8
https://ed100.org/lessons/loans#tag10
https://ed100.org/lessons/loans#tag11
http://www.ed100.org/educationis/wishful/
http://www.ed100.org/success/afterhighschool/
http://www.ed100.org/educationis/costoffailure/


What is FAFSA?

How can students get help with the FAFSA application?

★ Discussion Guide

Some of the reasons are
financial. There's a good chance
that a college degree will help
you earn more down the road...
but you can know for sure that
it's going to cost you in the short run.

It's not just money

The financial strain is not the only discomfort of stretching for college. Applying, enrolling,
scheduling, attending and obtaining transcripts are all logistical hurdles, each with their
own opportunities to derail an education. Most colleges provide only limited support for
these processes, and to a shocking degree when students fail to finish college the reasons
have little to do with academics. In 2014, Starbucks began offering college scholarships as a
benefit for its employees, expecting thousands to take advantage of it. In a widely
read feature story in the Atlantic, Amanda Ripley describes the practical barriers that stood
in the way, and how the company improved the benefit by providing counseling support.

Full Circle Fund grantee Beyond12 works with high schools and colleges to help them
effectively provide students with the academic, social, and emotional support they need to
succeed in higher education. Beyond12 acts as a data and service bridge between lower and
higher education systems to help them support low-income students so that more of them
persist and succeed in college. Other organizations, like the Career Ladders Project focus
on helping students complete career technical programs in the state’s community colleges,
preparing them for well-paid careers that don’t necessarily require a four-year university
degree.

California's Colleges for All

Compared to other states, California provides students with easy and inexpensive options
to continue their education after high school. California’s community colleges are "open
access" institutions — they accept all comers. About 30% of California’s high school
graduates go on to immediately attend a community college, which is tuition-free for at
least the first year. When they take placement tests, unfortunately, a majority of students
are found unready, particularly in math. Before they can undertake college level work, they
must master high school skills. The longer it takes students to complete remedial course
work, the less likely they are to complete a certificate program, a two-year AA degree, or
to transfer to a four-year university.

https://ed100.org/lessons/loans#tag12
https://ed100.org/lessons/loans#tag13
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1bL_CYm9ZmHq9ERc40hdktcOVNjPDoOIScgXQq14YVbg
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2015/05/the-upwardly-mobile-barista/389513/
http://beyond12.org/index.html
http://www.careerladdersproject.org/
http://www.sacbee.com/news/politics-government/capitol-alert/article178790111.html
https://www2.calstate.edu/apply/transfer/pages/ccc-associate-degree-for-transfer.aspx


...Yes, money matters. A lot.

The "net" cost of college in California varies significantly depending on family income.
Most California residents attending a public college receive significant financial aid from
state and federal programs. The Legislative Analyst Office (LAO) keeps tabs on increases in
its annual analysis of the state budget.

The cost of college is a topic of intense political interest, and there is enormous pressure to
keep net costs low. In general, the state has had a history of holding net tuition and fees flat
for extended periods, punctuated by significant jumps.

http://lao.ca.gov/Publications/Report/3748


California's college tuition and fees are lower than those in most other states. Even so,
college is dramatically more expensive than it was a generation ago. Also, tuition is only
part of the price tag. (One colorful estimate pencils out non-tuition costs at about $23,000
per year, but that includes a beer budget.) College is a major financial burden for most
families, many of whom must fund short-term college costs through long-term debt.

California's college tuition and fees are lower than
those in most other states.

http://dailyinfographic.com/hidden-costs-of-college
https://trends.collegeboard.org/sites/default/files/2017-trends-in-college-pricing_1.pdf


California's public colleges cost less than college in other states. This is especially true for community colleges. Chart Source: The
College Board. Click either chart to visit the full report, which is updated annually.

Faced with rising tuition and declining aid, students have taken on loans in unprecedented
amounts, especially for four-year degrees. In California, over half of students who graduate
from a four-year degree degree program emerge with a debt burden averaging more than
$20,000. As always, averages conceal extremes -- some students carry ruinous debt
burdens. In aggregate, college loans in America surpass a trillion dollars, exceeding the
outstanding balance for credit cards, auto loans, and home equity loans. A 2013 report
estimated that than one in ten college borrowers carries more than $50,000 in debt. In
2018 the Center for American Progress published a blistering rebuke of the way that the US
Department of Education measures student loan defaults under the title "The Student Debt
Problem Is Worse Than We Imagined."

The challenges of college affordability are not limited to four-year institutions. In 2019 the
California Budget and Policy Center released a "data hit" comparing the average cost of
attending community college in California on a full-time basis with 2018-19 financial aid.
Even though California's community college costs are lower than other states, they are still
a real stretch or out of reach for many:

https://trends.collegeboard.org/sites/default/files/2017-trends-in-college-pricing_1.pdf
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/student-loan-debt-and-aggregate-consumption-growth-20180221.htm
http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/higher-education/report/2012/10/25/42905/the-student-debt-crisis/
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/08/25/opinion/sunday/student-debt-loan-default-college.html


If you take out a college
loan, you are the
collateral

 Source: California Budget and Policy Center, May 2019. Assumes student earns $11 per hour and works 15 hours per week during
school year and 40 hours per week during summer. Reflects deductions for taxes and some summer expenses. For more see the
full data hit.

The problems of loan distress and student bankruptcy are substantially worse at for-profit
private colleges than at public colleges.

College loans have become popular
with lenders because earning a degree
enhances a student's future earning
potential. These debts are unlike home
loans or car loans, in which an asset can
serve as collateral to be forfeited in a
default. If you take out a college

loan, you are the collateral. In order to encourage lenders to make loans to students,
college loans have been made difficult to discharge through bankruptcy.

Federal financial aid for college costs is available to US citizens with financial need, if they
can navigate the application for the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA).

These applications are complex, but they are also standardized, and there are a lot of
people who can help fill them out. Today's students should take at least some comfort in
the knowledge that the process is much easier than it used to be. The state’s Cal Grant
program helps hundreds of thousands of California families pay for higher education,
incorporating federal and state sources of support. In the past, there was an utterly
unaddressed gap in financial support for students in middle class families unable to pay
but not poor enough to qualify for help. This gap was mitigated in 2018 with the addition of
the California Middle Class Scholarshipprogram, which covers up to 40% of tuition and
fees for California residents enrolled at UC and CSU campuses.

https://ed100.org/lessons/loans
https://calbudgetcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Data-Hit_Low-Income-Students-Face-Considerable-Unmet-Financial-Need-at-California-Community-Colleges.pdf
https://ticas.org/posd/home
http://www.finaid.org/questions/bankruptcyexception.phtml
http://www.calgrants.org/index.cfm?navId=22
http://www.calgrants.org/
http://www.csac.ca.gov/middle-class-scholarship


Under the California Dream Act (AB540), beginning in 2013 non-citizen resident students
also became eligible for financial aid in California colleges. To qualify, they must graduate
from a California high school after three full years of attendance and file a statement that
they intend to apply for citizenship when the law allows it.

How Scholarships Drive Tuition... Up?

Scholarships, or discounted tuition rates, are a cherished dream for college applicants.
They are rare, but colleges offer them to snag particularly attractive applicants. These
financial incentives have an unavoidable dark side, of course: if Peter pays less, Paul must
pay more.

Next Steps

Many organizations want to help boost the number of students who complete college. US
Department of Education resources include these:

Student Aid on the Web
FAFSA (Free Application for Federal Student Aid)
FAFSA Resources in Spanish

Resources from other sources include these:

The ACT web site provides an overview of the various types of financial aid and how
to apply for them.
The California Community Colleges provide I Can Afford College!
The College Board (makers of the SAT and AP tests) provides tips on paying for
college.

Updated April 2018, June 2019

http://www.calgrants.org/index.cfm?navId=273
http://www.nber.org/papers/w6323
https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/
https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/
https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/es
http://www.actstudent.org/finaid/
http://www.icanaffordcollege.com/
https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org/pay-for-college
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